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Sherlock Holmes in Babylon and Other Tales of Mathematical History
Edited by Marlow Anderson, Victor Katz, and Robin Wilson. Washington, DC (The Mathematical Association of
America). 2004. ISBN: 0-883-85546-1. 398 pp. $51.95
Mathematics and the sciences differ in one noteworthy respect. With the passage of time, scientific discoveries can
become decidedly obsolete when the underlying theory no longer has any scientific validity. An immediate example
that comes to mind is the theory of phlogiston. On the other hand, while antiquated mathematical discoveries can
be replaced by more cogent and efficacious techniques, the historical components still have validity, if for no other
reason than that they continue to possess a certain beauty and a certain relevance. It is therefore a pleasant and welcome
experience to be able to read accounts and interpretations of these discoveries in a modern setting.
In the Rubiyat of the poet–mathematician Omar Khayyam (Fitzgerald translation) we read the following stanza:
Full many a gem of purest ray serene,
The deep unfathomed depths of ocean bear,
Full many a flower was born to blush unseen,
And waste its sweetness on the desert air.
This collection has resuscitated many gems and preserved the sweet aroma of many flowers. It consists of 44 articles
on a wide range of topics compiled from the three journals published by the Mathematical Association of America,
The American Mathematical Monthly, Mathematics Magazine, and the College Mathematics Journal. The editors are
historians of mathematics or mathematicians with a strong interest in the history of the subject. Covering material from
mathematics in ancient Mesopotamia to developments in 18th-century Europe, the volume chronicles the evolution of
mathematical thinking during this period, as reflected in articles by historians of mathematics from the past and the
present. The earliest article was first published in 1913 and the latest dates from 2002.
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a collection of what the editors regarded as interesting selections from various historical periods, with its principal
target audience being mathematics teachers at the secondary, college, and university levels. The editors are, of course,
limited in their choice of articles by the stipulation that they come from the above-mentioned journals. Nevertheless,
the reader will still find much pleasure in browsing this collection.
The articles are assembled under four headings: Ancient Mathematics, Medieval and Renaissance Mathematics,
The Seventeenth Century, and The Eighteenth Century. The first section spans the period from ca. 1700 B.C. to
ca. 1400 A.D. and includes the geographical areas of Babylon, Greece, China, North and South America. The first
article gives the anthology its title. This paper and the article that follows give a description and analysis of a noted
Babylonian cuneiform tablet, known as Plimpton 322 and named after G.A. Plimpton, who was an ardent collector of
such artifacts and who donated his collection to Columbia University.
Coming to the ancient Greeks, we find two articles devoted to the mathematics of Hypatia. Despite their undoubted
interest, this reviewer would also have liked to see something about other female mathematicians such as Sophie
Germain or Emmy Noether. But of course such accounts are beyond the time period covered by the book and, in any
case, may perhaps not have been available in the above-mentioned journals.
The inclusion of articles on the development of mathematics in non-Western cultures such as China, as well as
one article on mathematical developments among the indigenous peoples of the Americas, is most welcome, since
these geographical areas are often neglected in accounts of the evolution of mathematics. It is also refreshing that
some of the papers raise possibilities that are not usually considered in most history of mathematics textbooks. By
presenting areas of mathematics developed in non-Western cultures, outside what is often considered historically to
be the mathematical mainstream, this book helps further promote awareness and appreciation of the human side of
mathematical endeavor.
The second section features selections concerning medieval and Renaissance mathematics. Included are articles
on Indian and Islamic contributions. It is generally known that the Arabs translated much of Greek mathematics
and in medieval times added important discoveries themselves. Scholars in the Indian subcontinent had also made
significant discoveries, which are not widely known in the West. For example, two hundred years before Newton,
Indian mathematicians were capable of deriving expressions equivalent to the infinite series expansions for the sine,
cosine, and arctangent functions. Perhaps sociologists can help us further understand this mysterious phenomenon of
‘cultural drift.’
Leonardo of Pisa, known more familiarly as Fibonacci, is also featured. Easily the best known mathematician of
the early 13th century, his fame is largely based on the sequence of numbers named after him, although the related
“golden ratio” was of course known to the Greeks and possibly others. Still, how a simply generated sequence could
have generated such a volume of mathematics and applied to an endless variety of topics is one of the wonders of
mathematics!
Turning now to the 1600s, the third section begins with 17th-century cartography, followed by articles on Descartes,
Roberval, Cotes, and a heavy, but justified, selection on Newton and Leibniz. Then comes an interesting article about
James Gregory, a gifted Scot who, because of intellectual isolation, failed to exert the influence which his work
merited. The average reader will feel at home with the mathematics of this century; the mathematical results and the
methods and formulae are quite familiar. Yet occasionally, a well-known result takes on an interesting and unexpected
aspect.
Finally we reach the 18th century. This section features Taylor, Maclaurin, the Bernoullis, and an extensive selec-
tion on Euler. To this writer’s taste this is fully justified since, apart from his mathematical creativity, Euler was a
charming writer. This century saw the beginnings of the methods and resources that catapulted mathematics into the
modern age. Among the developments, we may mention Lagrange’s contributions to group theory, Legendre’s work
on number theory, and Laplace’s beautiful systematization of the theory of celestial mechanics. Sadly, this book con-
tains no article on any of these three 18th-century mathematicians. On the other hand, as has been noted, the editors
are limited in their selections to those articles appearing in the prescribed journals. Nevertheless, this reviewer cannot
refrain from recounting the charming (but probably apocryphal) story of Laplace’s encounter with Napoleon. The
latter, to whom Laplace had given a copy of his Mécanique Céleste, apparently asked why it contained no reference
to a creator. “Sire,” replied Laplace, “I had no need of that hypothesis.”
A final comment may be appropriate. In contemporary times, the study of mathematics and the pursuit of math-
ematical research have cogent incentives. Consumers of mathematics, the physical, biological, and social sciences,
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ematical methods and results into their disciplines to the point where progress is contingent upon the analysis of
mathematically based systems. Mathematics and mathematicians thus find themselves in demand as resources. Math-
ematicians are therefore in the enviable position of being rewarded for a pursuit that they would be glad to undertake
under more exacting conditions. Such however, was likely not the case historically.
On reading articles in this anthology one is tempted to ask what motivation, what incentives, led these writers to
devote their energies to this estimable pursuit. To be sure, commerce demanded some arithmetic, while geometric
techniques, such as finding the area of a plot of land, were likewise strong motivations. But why were some of these
writers obsessed with Pythagorean triangles, for example? Why search for solutions of exotic equations? These and
similar questions may be asked after perusing this volume. To be sure, there may have been occasions when “practical”
questions dictated the need, but in the final analysis the most convincing inducement for this pursuit is that given by
Jacobi: “Pour la gloire de l’esprit humain” (“For the glory of the human spirit”), a motivation that continues to propel
modern-day scholars as well.
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From China to Paris: 2000 Years Transmission of Mathematical Ideas
Edited by Yvonne Dold-Samplonius, Joseph W. Dauben, Menso Folkerts, and Benno van Dalen. Boethius, Band 46.
Stuttgart (Franz Steiner Verlag). 2002. ISBN 3-515-08223-9. ix + 467 pp. Euro 68
The papers in this volume are the products of a conference held in the year 2000 on the general theme of “The
transmission of mathematical ideas.” The suggested model for all contributions was a 1983 Historia Mathematica
article by K. Vogel, entitled “Ein Vermessungsproblem reist von China nach Paris,” in which the author noted striking
similarities in the methods of triangulation used to find the height of a distant object in texts from ancient China, India,
Islam, and medieval Paris [Vogel, 1983]. (An English translation of his original article is given as the first item in the
collection.)
As can be expected in a collection of conference papers, the contributions differ considerably in the degree to
which they emulate Vogel’s example. Indeed, only two of the 19 attain the broad intercultural reach of his original
paper. Clearly the most sweeping effort is made by J. Høyrup, who compares geometrical and measure problems from
Old Babylon to medieval Europe without omitting a single major civilization in between. Unfortunately, packing so
much information into so small a space leaves the paper overwhelming and unfocused, so that it produces no clear
conclusions. A better result is achieved by J.L. Berggren, who compares the methods used to approximate π and
irrational roots from Babylon to Europe. His division of the methods into seven types allows a quick summation of
transmission routes that is quite instructive. Also noteworthy is A. Bréard’s comparison of problems of pursuit in
China, India, and Europe, which offers the novel suggestion that the original motive for these problems came from
studying planetary motions in astronomy.
Most of the remaining papers confine themselves to making comparisons between two cultures or within a single
culture, but four ignore the conference theme altogether and publish conventional studies of specific texts or topics.
In this group we can place M. Bagheri’s edition of “A New Treatise by al-Kashi on the Depression of the Visible
Horizon,” which provides a text, a translation, and a detailed analysis, and U. Rebstock’s study of an early practical
arithmetic in Arabic, the Tadhkira of Abu ’l-Hasan al-Qurashi (d.1067). Also of this type are J.P. Hogendijk’s study
of the anthyphairetic ratio in al-Mahani (860), al-Nayrizi (880), and al-Khayyami (1100), which concludes that al-
Mahani’s theory was based on a lost Greek original, and J. Sesiano’s “Reconstruction of Greek Multiplication Tables
